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CHAIRMAN’S NOTES
October is over, and the summer seems to have been slow to come but also slow to fade. Swallows
stayed on in Devon, leaves stayed green and butterflies still flew well into October. But suddenly,
there is a developing carpet of fallen leaves, the fieldfares are here, and the butterflies are gone –
autumn is upon us, and winter will not be far behind. Keeping track of nature’s events is as
important as ever, and as naturalists our members automatically register what is happening at some
level, and often do some recording themselves. At the beginning of July, a number of us
participated in a bumblebee survey at Braunton, which gave us experience of how to catch and
record these industrious insects. Members have also been caught up in butterfly, plant and
invertebrate surveys for the National Trust at Elbury farm, where baseline data are required before
long-term changes in farm management take hold. Our programme of outings over the summer
gave an insight into a variety of habitats: heath, culm grassland and estuarine marshes, all of which
are fascinating but also serve to emphasise the low biodiversity in the much larger areas
surrounding them. The most recent State of Nature report gives a bleak picture of the continuing
decrease in biodiversity in the UK, as do on-going surveys of birds at a Devonian level on Dartmoor.
Societies like ours bring together those who are concerned about the state of our wildlife, and raise
awareness of what is needed to improve it – or, better still, put into practice local initiatives that help.
Our programme of events to take us through to the end of 2019 and on to spring 2020 is full of
interest: we go to Namibia in November, and reflect on various aspects of the members’ year in
December. In January, it is time for our annual dinner and photographic competition – guaranteed to
illustrate local wildlife at its most beautiful and intriguing. In February, we have a spectacular treat
with an illustrated talk from the series producer of the BBC series “Spy in the Wild”, so please make
sure you buy tickets for that and sell some to others. By March, we complete the Society’s year with
the AGM and what is certain to be an absorbing talk on West Country Wildlife. So, keep checking
out the programme and come to as much of it as you can to hear about the wildlife you love.
Liz Rogers

FEATURES
Nest boxes, a Reminder

It is now the time of year for bird enthusiasts to carry out that annual chore of cleaning out the
bird boxes. It is a chore, carting ladders around and brushing out dusty nests, but it can have
its interests.
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In the past I have opened a box only to have a dormouse run over my hand. Nothing so
exciting this year, although I was pleased to see that all eggs must have hatched and the
young had fledged.
One box particularly needed cleaning, as although no nest, it was
obviously being used for roosting since it was full of droppings.
Another had a very large
shiny black spider, and, to save the best to last, in my final box I had a hibernating peacock
butterfly.

Peter Richardson

The Mires of East Devon Pebblebed Heaths.

(Photos (except map) by

Malcolm Randle)
I have lived in the close vicinity of the East Devon Pebblebed Heaths for over 26 years now and
have traversed most parts of them at various times. I believed I knew them pretty well and
was fairly familiar with some of the boggier areas. Little did I realise where the real mires
were. The heaths tend to be known collectively as Woodbury Common but they are, in fact,
comprised of ten contiguous heaths of which Woodbury is the largest.
On Sunday the 21st July I joined a walk led by Dr David Allen, a botanist who resides on the
edge of the Blackdown Hills near Stockland. The walk had been organised by the Woodbury
Wide Awake group as part of the celebration of the life of William Keble Martin, the author and
illustrator of the book “The Concise British Flora in Colour”, who died at Woodbury 50 years
ago. It was a warm sunny day when we met up at Woodbury Castle car park.
David, a
recognised expert on the flora of the Blackdown Hills, introduced himself and said a few words
about the Devonshire Association, of which W. Keble Martin was also a prominent member.
David led us down the main central track, pointing out different flowers as we went, including
the three different species of heather that grow on the common and a substantial patch of
cat's-ear (Hypochaeris radicata). After about half a mile we turned left, then after a short
distance we left the track to walk across rough ground. Soon it started to get boggy, and we
had to take more care, using the clumps of grass like stepping stones. David drew our
attention to various plants and flowers to be found only in this type of habitat. Eventually,we
came to an area of small pools where we could progress no further. The map shows the
location of the mires marked with an X. They are actually situated within the part known as
Colaton Raleigh Common.

Map created from Google Maps
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We spent about two hours in the vicinity discovering the various plants which included bog
asphodel (Narthecium ossifragum) (1), bog pimpernel (Anagallis tenella), growing alongside
sundew (Drosera rotundifolia) (2), black bog-rush (Schoenus nigricans) and common cotton
sedge (Eriophorum angustifolium) (3).
Another very attractive sedge was the white beaksedge (Rhynchospora alba) (4), with its little white spiky flowers. Growing in the pools were
considerable quantities of bog St John’s wort (Hypericum elodes) although not much of it was
still in bloom. It would have looked spectacular in May and June. Bell heather (Erica cinerea)
was the most prevalent heather to be found in the boggy areas.
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As one might expect, apart from the sundew, there were areas
where other carnivorous plants were growing, the highlight of which
was David’s discovery of some pitcher plants. As they were in a
rather inaccessible area to most of us, who were finding the going a
bit tricky, he picked one so that we could see it at close quarters
(5). As to identification David said there were two taxa of pitcher plant
close to one another on Colaton Raleigh Common. One has red flowers and is
Sarracenia minor and the other is yellow flowered, which is a hybrid involving
Sarracenia flava. He said that without the flowers it was difficult to distinguish
between pitchers.
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Eventually, after spending the best part of two
hours in the mires, we
returned to our starting
point where David gave
us a debrief.
It was
agreed by all that we had
David searching for bog plants
learnt about an area of the Pebblebed Heaths, of which very few had been previously aware,
thanks to David’s knowledge and expertise.

Malcolm Randle

A Butterfly Summer on the farm.
In 2018, a large section (1 hectare) of a field at East Coombe Farm was planted for the first
time with a commercial wildflower mix, as part of Natural England’s Mid-Tier Countryside
Stewardship scheme. It was an attractive sight from late July onwards, but did not seem to be
particularly successful as a source of nectar for butterflies, though there was good bee activity.
In spring 2019, the same area of field was again seeded with a commercial wildflower mix,
composed of clovers, knapweed, sainfoin, bird’s foot trefoil, common vetch, lucerne and musk
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mallow (photo1). This time there was an abundance of flowers and the colour lasted from
June/July through into October, and attracted butterflies and bees galore. On any warm,
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sunny day, scanning with binoculars over the field, we could see butterflies wherever we
looked, and an audible buzz indicated the high number of bees visiting. What was most striking
for me was that both small tortoiseshells (photo 2) and painted ladies (photo 3) were
everywhere. We hadn’t had so many tortoiseshells on the farm since 2014 and, as has been
widely reported, they have suffered a big decline in their UK population.
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The mass migration of painted ladies into the UK this year has been recorded by Butterfly
Conservation and many others. We first saw them in large numbers on the farm in late June,
when they were settling on white clover in a separate grassed-over field. Once the wildflower
mix flowered, they were everywhere in it. Whereas they seemed
to prefer clovers, it was musk mallow flowers that were
conspicuously visited by bees. These were so densely
covered in pollen that they looked as if they had been
rolling in flour (photo 4), and when I first saw them I
thought momentarily they were an unfamiliar form of
white bee. Musk mallow likes fertile soils, so will have
benefited from the high legume content of the seed
mix.
There were other butterflies to be seen in the
wildflower meadow of course, particularly all three
white species (green-veined, small and large). Whites
are still here in October as I write this. Also seen earlier
in the summer were meadow brown, holly blue, common
blue, brimstone and red admiral.
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After the summer of 2018, we had wondered how effective the commercial wildflower mix
used here would be at attracting bees and butterflies; and whether a mix with more native
species of traditional cornfield flowers might be better. After this summer, there is no doubt
that this commercial mix attracts large numbers of bees and butterflies for up to four months –
at least given the weather conditions we had in summer 2019. There was very definitely a buzz
and a flutter in this meadow!
Liz Rogers (photos by Liz)

Tiverton Hospital Wildlife Garden – Summer 2019

The summer and autumn colours and shades of our Tiverton Hospital Wildlife Garden has been
enhanced with July hatchings
of
glorious brimstone butterflies on our
one remaining alder buckthorn tree.
We were even able to show newly
hatched
male
and
female
brimstones to visitors to the garden.
These newly hatched were not alone,
since it has been such a joy to have an
influx of painted lady butterflies to
join our grass and meadow butterflies.
There have been many sightings of
speckled wood, gatekeeper, meadow
brown and ringlet, plus a single
sighting of a marbled white.
We had a delightful visit on June 22nd
from the Devon Butterfly Conservation
team when we discussed the virtues
of the wildlife garden, since we have
built up a good collection of nectar and
Brimstone butterfly (Gonepteryx rhamn)
foodplants for our breeding butterflies there. We had over 20 different species visiting or
breeding at the Hospital Garden over the year.
Peter Beale kindly gave me a Rhamnus cathartica (purging buckthorn) to add to our foodplant
collection, in exchange for one of our marsh mallow plants.

Gavin Haig

(photo by Gavin)

The Secret Life of Dartmoor Birds

On 12th October 2019, the Dartmoor Society had an all-day debate about birds on Dartmoor
which attracted a large audience to the Arts Centre in
Ashburton. Talks ranged from an overview of
Dartmoor birds by Fiona Freshney (Dartmoor
Upland Bird Project), through nest surveys
(Mark
Lawrence)
to
the
long-range
behaviour of Dartmoor’s migrant birds that
breed on the moor and winter in Africa
(Malcolm
Burgess);
and
lastly
to
Challacombe Farm (Naomi Oakley), where
sustainable hill-farming flourishes.
Surveys for the Devon Bird Atlas Project
(2007-2013) showed that the populations
of several species had crashed between 1977
Stonechat
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and 2007; and the key importance of Dartmoor for many birds in Devon was highlighted. Some
species, such as ring ouzel, lapwing and curlew have almost gone as breeding birds in
Devon, but cling on in small numbers on Dartmoor. Even the breeding populations of others,
such as pipits and warblers, which were once common, show a downward trend. Since 2010,
a large survey effort has been under way, focussing on birds of conservation concern such as
curlew, whinchat and ring ouzel. Some other species are doing better: 24 pairs of dunlin
were breeding on Dartmoor in 2018, after some habitat restoration was carried out. Snipe use
some of the same areas, and have become a focal species, because Dartmoor holds a
significant population; whereas elsewhere (Somerset Levels)
their numbers have decreased.
Themes of the five talks I went to were: Why these
declines? What can be done to improve the situation?
Possible contributing factors are: land management,
habitat loss, predation, food availability, human
disturbance, problems during migration. Target birds
other than those mentioned above were stonechats,
meadow pipits, cuckoos, flycatchers and wood
warblers.
However complex it is to unravel the relationships
between these factors, everyone agreed that the
extent of knowledge about Dartmoor birds has
increased enormously. Here are a few examples: it turns
out that cuckoos have a much more diverse diet than
anyone thought. It isn’t just hairy caterpillars! This insight
came from collecting cuckoo poo and DNA fingerprinting it.
Cuckoo numbers in Devon have decreased by 72% since the
1970s. Stonechats and meadow pipits can have their breeding
Meadow pipit
disrupted by bracken control activity, which needs to be done later in the year. Ring ouzels
are very sensitive to disturbance and predation, such that when humans disturb them,
predators can see where they nest because they tend to call as they leave the nest. Pied
flycatchers have just one brood, and feed their nestlings on winter moth caterpillars, which in
turn feed on young oak leaves. These are appearing earlier, so there’s a possible mismatch
between food availability and time of arrival of the flycatchers from Africa. Satellite tagging and
recovery data show they are adjusting their breeding time to some extent by arriving earlier,
but they may not be in such good condition.
The last talk I heard was an upbeat account of the approach to hill farming on Dartmoor
adopted by Challacombe Farm, where visitors are welcome, new methods of land management
are being trialled, sustainability is key, and Icelandic/Shetland sheep crosses actually make
money! Why not visit Dartmoor and see for yourself?

Liz Rogers
(photos by Malcolm Randle)

EVENTS AND MEETNGS
One man's weed is another man's wisdom - Pete Yeo - 15th March 2019

What a lovely, gentle personality Pete Yeo is. He gave an illustrated talk to the Society at this
year's AGM entitled "One man's weed is another man's wisdom". Just at the moment, we are
well versed in provocation, with Brexit on our doorstep.
Peter is delightfully and gently provocative, with a passion and intelligence about naughty,
invasive plants, all for a good reason. We learned from Pete that Richard Mabey (a writer and
broadcaster, chiefly on the relations between nature and culture, and author of ‘Flora
Britannica’) considers weeds are like a kind of immune system i.e. organisms which move in to
repair damaged plant tissue.
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In many respects Pete encourages us to have a closer relationship with invasive plants, they
are there for a reason. All delightfully philosophical, Pete quite simply glorified the persistence
of weeds, and illustrated the point with common weeds and their wholesome and, perhaps,
less welcome properties. Even if to some of us they are unwelcome, many of these persistent
plants have hidden elements and vitamins within them to enhance our wellbeing. He is
passionate about the stabilising effect of plant growth and retaining water levels, so that
surface water is not associated with soil
being swept away. This is reminiscent
of Isabella Tree's ground breaking,
in all respects, study of the Knepp
wildland project in West Sussex.
(Knepp is a 3,500 acre estate just
south of Horsham) Pete draws from
several disciplines such as the ancient
world and metaphysical poetry (relates
to theoretical thinking in the form of
non-lyrical poetry). He concludes that
the world is covered with a green
mantle, leading to his challenging
phrase "One man's weed is another
man's
wisdom"
This
dictum
encompasses the view that the ever
expanding Himalayan balsam may be
an unexpected route to boost our well
Himalayan Balsam (Impatiens glandulifera) being, and perhaps enhance tired and over
(photo by Malcolm Randle)
worked
immune systems. The notorious
Japanese knotweed, has amazing inner strength, and can penetrate mature cement, but can
also grace our meal table as a substitute for rhubarb, fit for human consumption.
Pete emphasised that many invasive plants like yarrow, plantain, dandelion and blackberry are
rich in vitamin C and, as a result, help with the synthesis of collagen, the main structural
protein in the extra cellular matrix.
In conclusion, Pete indicated that herbalists might well play an important role in the healing of
ecosystems. Weeds are great opportunists, they act as ground cover and they trap water and
soil around their roots. They may well have a beneficial immune response to surrounding
damaged plants and trees.
An inspiring talk, full of botanical wisdom and challenge, Pete really is a passionate
reconciliation ecologist.

Gavin Haig
Wilscombe Wood and Langford Heathfield

On June 15th, owner Richard Smith was kind enough to welcome six of us to Wilscombe Wood
near Milverton in Somerset. Some of us had been to see the wood at bluebell time in 2018
and thought it might be good for butterflies later in the summer, particularly because of a large
meadow area in the wood, once partly an orchard and now managed for wildflowers. The wood
itself is magnificent, having many ancient trees including beeches and oaks, and with an
interesting history of management since the 18th century. It, too, is now managed for wildlife,
with a diverse flora and fauna including carpets of bluebells in May.
Unfortunately, we were unlucky with the weather, in the sense that the sun did not come out
to encourage butterflies to show themselves in the meadow, but the bird life kept us looking
and listening. A garden warbler sang loudly from the trees as we emerged into the meadow.
Common spotted orchids were just coming out, and at the far end were two families of marsh
tits going about their business. We ate our lunch at Wilscombe, accompanied by a mistle
thrush foraging busily not far away, and then went on to nearby Langford Heathfield in the
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afternoon. Langford Heathfield is an SSSI owned by
Somerset Wildlife Trust, with a mixture of woods, grassland
and scrub, which is largely common land. We walked around
the reserve, met the ponies grazing with their foals, and
were a bit luckier with butterflies as the sun appeared
briefly. There were meadow browns, large skippers and
speckled woods about in very small numbers. Butterfly
surveys have recorded green and purple hairstreaks at this
site, but although we watched some oak canopies for any
sign of male purple hairstreak activity up there, luck was not
on our side this time. Floral interest was most exciting when
we emerged from woodland to see a patch of meadow with
yellow rattle and common twayblade in abundance, and also
marsh thistles. This is an excellent place for seeing a diverse
array of habitats in a small area within easy driving distance
from Tiverton.

Liz Rogers (photo by Liz)
Visit to Braunton Burrows on 1 July 2019
A fine but rather windy day greeted us upon our arrival at Sandy Lane car park in Braunton
Burrows. Seventeen members of the Society and their companions met there to be greeted by
Dr Cathy Horsley, Conservation Officer for the Bumblebee Conservation Trust. We were also
joined by Mary Breeds, the local expert on all things flora and fauna, who was able to guide the
group towards likely places on
the Burrows where we
might find the elusive and
rare bumblebee species.
Once
kitted
out
with
catching nets and specimen
pots, kindly loaned by
Cathy, we headed off
towards
a
flower-rich
patch, with plenty of vipers
bugloss – much loved by
insects. After only a few
minutes, we had mastered
the technique of trapping
the bees and the first few
specimens were examined
by Cathy. There was a bufftailed and a white-tailed
bumble, then a garden
bumblebee and a common
carder bee came along to complete Cathy Horsley (foreground, wearing 'Staff' jacket)
a quartet of the more common
examines a captured bumblebee and
species. But our quarry was the much
a common carder bee
rarer brown-banded carder bee, which obliged us by putting in an appearance in Alan's net a
few minutes later!
The group then set off across the dunes to see what else of interest we could find. Butterfly
species included large skipper, red admiral, painted lady, marbled white, large white, common
blue, ringlet, meadow brown, dark green fritillary and small heath. Day-flying moths seen were
cinnabar, six-spot burnet and yellow shell.
Whilst a few more bumblebees were around, their
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numbers were less than anticipated. Mary Breeds observed
that the area appeared to have been over-grazed, such that
many of the flowers she had expected to find had gone.
Cathy is arranging for a survey party to go to the Burrows in
August, to carry out a more detailed search for the rarer
bumblebees that have been found there in the past. She took
the contact details of a few of our members who were willing to
volunteer for this, having now had some basic training.
A thoroughly informative and enjoyable morning had been had,
which we discussed afterwards over our picnic lunches and
refreshments from the on-site kiosk.
Brown-banded carder bee

Peter Bowers

(photos by Peter)

Nightjars at Aylesbeare Common - 11th July 2019

On arrival at Aylesbeare Common I was somewhat surprised to see a number of people whom I
did not recognise milling around as if waiting for a meeting to start. The crowd gradually
increased and I was getting a little worried about “crowd control” when we got onto the
common. It soon transpired that there were two meetings taking place that evening, ours and
another lead by an RSPB Ranger. An arrangement was made that we would go to one area of
the common and the RSPB led group would go to another.
The evening was not perfect for the nightjars, which were our target for the evening, as there
was a light breeze and it was slightly cool together with the sky being overcast. These were not
the ideal flying conditions for moths which are the food for the nightjars.

The Nightjar listeners and watchers on Ayelebeare Common at dusk
(photo by Malcolm Randle)
It was not expected to be any sooner than 10pm before the nightjars would start calling. It
was, therefore, to everyone’s surprise, that we heard the first “churring” at 9-30. With the
assistance of Paul’s parabolic disc and a set of headphones, everyone was soon able to hear
the “churring” very clearly despite the nightjar in question being some distance away. To
actually see them flying that evening was going to be a little difficult as, when they flew, it was
generally very low over the vegetation.
In the end only a lucky four or five of the group
actually had the privilege of seeing them flying.
By 10pm there were at least four nightjars “churring” intermittently around us. We listened to
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them for the next half hour when we decided it was time to go, with everyone having heard the
birds “churring” and the lucky few had actually seen them flying, albeit briefly.
However, the evening’s entertainment did not stop there as, on the way to the car park, a
number of glow-worms were displaying their luminosity beside the path. A fitting end to the

evening.

Ray Jones

The Wildflower Meadow—making and maintenance – Terry Underhill Tuesday
17th September

It was so good to meet up with Terry and Dot Underhill again in September for our MDNHS
illustrated talk, when Terry gave us a comprehensive plan to create a wildflower meadow
area.
He emphasised that coarse grasses were the
great competitor to overcome since many of our
loveliest wildflowers flourish in soils of poor
fertility, combined with close mowing, removing
grass clippings and encouraging yellow rattle to
reduce the strength of any grasses in
the wildflower meadow area. Very often one
needs to dig out pernicious weeds, then plan to
scarify the soil and aim to leave it fallow. This is
followed up with scattering a selection of
wildflower meadow seed which is best raked in
and mixed with further scarifying in mid March
to April, or September for a later scatter. Hay
with a mixture of wildflower seed within may be
rolled or trampled in, or seed from another
wildflower meadow offers a further option. This
selection of sowing and management was
beautifully illustrated with examples of wild flower
meadows, both from home and abroad.

An example of a hay meadow with
cornflowers at Lower Ashmole Farm
(photo by Malcolm Randle)
Many of the best wildflowers were an excellent source
of nectar, and attraction, to butterflies bees and other
pollinating insects. The message of hay meadow
development, to include butterfly foodplants as well as
a cornflower mosaic was to be encouraged.
The glorious thing with Terry is that he and Dot are
filled with passion to restore and maintain these
diminishing areas so that we can encourage colourful
fields to return to our gardens and countryside with
flying insects able to fulfil the joy of pollination to
complete the large picture.

Terry is always great fun and a huge source of
inspiration. In this context members of the MDNHS
have come together to create wildflower islands, along
with packets of donated wild seeds, at our Hospital
Wildlife Garden.
We look forward to seeing how our
autumn wild seed planting develops over the winter and
Tiverton Hospital Wildlife Garden coming spring. There are already signs of the newly
(photo by Gavin Haig)
formed seedlings appearing above the scarified soil
Thank you Terry and Dot for encouraging us to bring wildflower meadows back home!

Gavin Haig
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Visit to Goosemoor and Bowling Green Marsh – 18th September

We had a disappointing turnout for this outing with just Liz Rogers, Ray Jones, myself and
Shelia Richardson turning up.
However, as it transpired we were rewarded by a wonderful
amount of wildlife on a beautiful sunny day so it was well worth the effort. It’s a great pity
that more couldn’t turn up to enjoy it, too.
Unfortunately Goosemoor was very overgrown at the time. Nevertheless there were 30+
greenshanks, four buzzards, plenty of gulls and little egrets and a few other waders.

As you will see from the two photographs taken by Shelia at the hide, there was a tremendous
number of birds to be seen, including avocets and pintail which are always nice to see. When
we did a count there were at least 42 species. The highlight was two white storks being
watched by a gaggle of twitchers, flying over Exmouth and the River Clyst. We saw the storks
from the viewing platform, but you would have seen them anywhere along the lower Clyst, if
you happened to look in the right direction. In addition, we had great views of a peregrine
falcon, who put all the birds into the air at once, a great sight, and it then circled overhead
before flying off over the hide.
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There was plenty of insect life around with good numbers of butterflies especially large and
small whites and speckled woods. Others seen were red admiral, painted lady and comma.
We also had a willow beauty moth flying in daylight which is quite unusual.
On our return walk we noticed a very large shaggy ink cap toadstool and a lizard which scuttled
away under a fence.
We did not have much chance to study the flora although we did indulge in sampling quite a bit
of the great crop of blackberries as we walked along.

Peter Richardson

(photos by Shelia)

